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Letchworth  Urban  District 

Council 


REPORT  OF  THE  MEDICAL 
OFFICER  OF  HEALTH 


Ladies  and  Gentlemen, — 

Letchworth  became  an  Urban  District  on  April  i,  1919.  Before 
this  it  was  within  the  boundaries  of  the  Hitchin  Rural  District, 
'lhe  whole  area  of  the  Estate  was  bought  in  1903  by  First  Garden 
City  Limited,  with  the  object  of  starting  a  new  kind  of  industrial 
development.  The  primary  aim  of  the  Company  was  an  effort 
to  improve  the  public  health  by  the  establishment  of  a  new  town, 
planned  for  healthy  living,  organized  for  industry,  and  surrounded 
by  a  rural  belt.  To  maintain  control  over  the  development,  land 
is  let  on  long  lease  to  tenants,  but  is  not  sold  for  any  but  public 
purposes.  The  Estate  was  planned  out  beforehand  with  its  resi¬ 
dential,  shopping,  factory  and  rural  areas,  and  this  original  plan 
has,  on  the  whole,  been  maintained.  The  Parish  Council  and 
Company  were  fortunate  in  finding  a  sympathetic  Rural  Council, 
which  has  assisted  in  the  development  of  the  town. 

PHYSICAL  AND  SOCIAL  CONDITIONS. 

The  area  is  3,652  acres.  The  subsoil  over  the  larger  part  of 
the  district  is  chalk,  with  occasional  deposits  of  boulder  clay,  and 
here  and  there  some  sand  and  gravel.  The  average  height  above 
sea-level  is  300  feet,  and  the  surface  of  the  land  is  gently  undu¬ 
lating.  There  is  plenty  of  open  space  about  the  town,  including  a 
common  of  ninety  acres. 

A  stream  called  the  Ivel  to  the  north  of  the  town  passes  through 
Radwell,  skirts  the  limits  of  the  chalk  beds,  dips  south,  and  runs 


under  the  London  beds  or  basin.  Beyond  the  Tvel  the  gault 
and  greensands  outcrop  underlying  the  chalk. 

Constant  springs  outcrop  at  Norton  Bury  Farm,  which  feed 
the  large  trout  hatchery  which  existed  at  Radwell.  Although  the 
tendency  of  the  water  thus  thrown  up  is  to  gravitate  towards  the 
London  Basin,  the  passage  would  appear  to  be  retarded,  probably 
by  faults  in  the  chalk. 

The  population  at  the  last  census  was  5,324;  it  is  now  said  to 
be  9,765  (for  birth-rate)  and  9,374  (for  death-rate).  These  figures 
are  1919  mid-year  figures.  At  the  end  of  the  year  the  population 
was  just  over  10,000. 

The  great  majority  of  the  people  work  in  the  town  in  the  fac¬ 
tories  and  workshops  and  other  trades,  including  agriculture. 
There  is  a  fair  residential  population.  Several  thousands  who 
work  in  the  town  live  in  the  surrounding  districts. 


VITAL  STATISTICS. 


The  statistics  this  year  supplied  by  the  Registrar-General  do 
not  agree  with  those  which  I  have  compiled,  as  is  quite  possible 
considering  the  fact  that  the  new  Urban  District  began  in  April, 
but  in  order  to  bring  the  figures  into  line  with  those  of  future 
years  I  have  taken  the  official  figures,  with  the  exception  that 
the  “  mid-year  population  ”  has  been  used. 

The  following  are  the  figures  compared  with  those  for  the  whole 
country  : 


Letchworth . 


52 

deaths,  giving  j 

i  rate  of 

5-3 

133 

births  ,, 

y  y 

13.6 

12 

Infant  deaths, 

giving- 

< 

1  rate  of 

90 

England  and  Wales. 

17.6  per  1,000  living. 

17.7  per  1,000  living. 

97  per  1,000  births. 


The  striking  figure  is  the  low  general  mortality,  but  the  birth¬ 
rate  also  is  low.  The  infant  mortality  is  much  higher  than 
usual. 

On  analysis  of  the  infant  deaths,  it  appears  that  eight  deaths 
were  non-preventable.  Light  occurred  within  the  first  week  of 
life,  four  of  these  were  premature  twins.  Three  deaths  were 
those  of  illegitimate  children,  and  one  had  to  be  inquired  into. 
There  were  six  illegitimate  children  born,  and  that  three  of  these 
should  die  is  not  satisfactory. 

There  was  i  death  from  scarlet  fever,  4  from  tuberculous 
disease,  6  from  malignant  disease,  1  from  pneumonia,  and  4  from 
bronchitis,  1  from  puerperal  fever. 

As  many  people  come  to  Letchworth  for  the  benefit  of  their 
health,  and  some  of  these  in  a  poor  condition,  we  may  be  pleased 
that  we  have  had  so  few  deaths,  especially  from  tuberculosis. 
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WATER  SUPPLY. 

The  water  supply  ol  the  district  is  undertaken  by  First  Garden 
City  Limited.  The  water  is  pumped  up  from  three  bores  situated 
on  the  Baldock  Road,  on  the  western  side  of  the  district.  The 
bores  on  an  average  have  a  depth  of  215  feet  from  the  surface.  A 
fourth  bore  was  sunk  in  igig,  but  beyond  testing  the  supply,  which 
proved  to  be  of  good  quality,  this  bore  has  not  been  worked. 
From  the  pumping  station  the  water  is  conveyed  to  two  reser¬ 
voirs  constructed  on  the  Weston  Hills.  These  have  a  total 
capacity  of  about  750,000  gallons.  From  here  the  water  gravi¬ 
tates  to  the  town. 

The  ground  level  of  the  pumping  station  is  300  feet  above  sea- 
level,  and  the  water  in  the  bore-holes  stands  at  go  to  100  feet 
below  this  level  according  to  season.  The  bore-hole  pump  is  150 
feet  below  the  floor  level,  and  from  floor  level  to  reservoir  level  is 
an  additional  165  feet.  The  top  water  level  in  the  reservoir  is 
460  feet  above  sea-level. 

The  w  ater  itself  is  a  good  one  according  to  the  periodic  analyses 
made.  It  is  a  chalk  water,  and  contains  a  fair  amount  of  tem- 
porarv  hardness.  This  might  be  modified  with  advantage,  and 
if  this  were  done  it  would  be  excellent.  A  water  of  this  kind  is, 
on  the  whole,  better  for  health  than  a  soft  water. 

DRAINAGE  AND  SEWERAGE. 

The  whole  of  the  town  area  is  well  drained,  and  the  houses  are 
fitted  with  up-to-date  flushing  sanitary  fittings.  The  drains  empty 
into  sewers  varying  in  size  from  g  ins.  to  15  ins.  for  the  main  out¬ 
fall.  Practically  the  whole  of  the  sewerage  from  the  town  area 
can  be  gravitated  to  the  sewage  farm.  The  sewers  of  the  town 
are  constructed  on  the  separate  system,  the  soil  drainage  being 
separate  from  the  surface  water.  The  advantage  of  this  is  that 
the  work  and  expense  of  purification  at  the  sewage  farm  is 
minimized. 

The  sewage  is  discharged  on  to  the  sewage  farm.  This  is  on  a 
temporary  site  of  about  ninety  acres,  and  treatment  is  bv  broad 
irrigation.  When  the  town  was  begun  it  was  not  thought  advis¬ 
able  to  lay  out  large  capital  expenditure  until  it  was  known  how 
rapidly  development  would  proceed.  Now,  however,  though 
this  farm  has  been  very  successful,  the  site  has  come  within  the 
area  of  building  development,  and  also  it  is  hoped  within  the  next 
year  to  place  about  400  additional  premises  on  the  sewnge  system 
(this  is  exclusive  of  factory  development).  Extension  of  some 
kind  must  be  immediately  considered,  and  as  it  is  uneconomic  to 
spend  much  more  on  a  temporary  site,  as  well  as  unwise  with 
regard  to  the  future,  the  question  of  moving  the  sewage  disposal 
system  to  its  permanent  position  on  the  north-east  corner  of  the 
district  is  now  receiving  serious  consideration. 
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HOUSE  REFUSE. 

The  house  refuse  is  collected  weekly  by  contract,  and  at  present 
is  disposed  of  by  tipping  at  three  places.  The  method  is  not 
ideal,  and  the  question  of  more  effective  disposal  of  the  refuse  is 
one  which  must  occupy  the  attention  of  the  Council  very  soon. 
The  present  method  can  only  be  regarded  as  a  temporary  expe¬ 
dient.  The  Surveyor  informs  me  that  he  will  shortly  be  present¬ 
ing  a  report  as  to  the  disposal  of  house  refuse  by  pulverization. 
The  result  of  this  process  is  to  produce  a  powder  of  good  manurial 
value,  which  can  be  sold  to  farmers,  and  spread  on  the  land. 
This  method  is  rapidly  finding  favour,  due  in  some  measure  per¬ 
haps  to  the  very  reduced  capital  expenditure  necessary'  as  com¬ 
pared  with  other  systems  of  refuse  destruction. 


SLA  UG  HT  E  R-  H  O  USE  S. 

There  are  no  slaughter-houses  in  the  district,  all  animals  being 
slaughtered  in  adjoining  districts  and  the  meat  brought  in.  Earlv 
on  in  the  history  of  the  town,  it  was  decided,  and  wisely,  that  no 
private  abattoirs  would  be  permitted.  We  have  now  come  to  a 
point  where  the  provision  of  a  public  abattoir  will  have  to  be 
seriously  considered.  I  have  seen  meat  brought  into  the  town 
which  could  never  have  passed  through  a  public  abattoir,  and 
which  instanced  the  impossibility  of  proper  inspection  where  a 
number  of  private  slaughter-houses  exist.  It  would  be  a  great 
gain  to  public  health  if  steps  could  be  taken,  either  by  this  Council 
or  in  combination  w’ith  others,  to  provide  a  public  abattoir  for  the 
neighbourhood. 

BAKEHOUSES. 

No  underground  bakehouses  exist,  and  I  sincerely  hope  they 
will  never  be  allowed.  The  five  existing  houses  are  all  properly 
constructed  and  well  kept. 

COWSHEDS  AND  MILKSHOPS. 

The  cowsheds  built  since  the  formation  of  Garden  City  are  on 
up-to-date  principles,  and  the  old  ones  have  been  gradually 
brought  up  to  standard.  The  milkshops  are  on  the  whole  well 
kept,  two  especially  calling  for  special  mention  as  examples  of 
cleanliness. 

In  spite  of  this  the  quality  of  the  milk  supplied  in  the  town  is 
very  unequal,  and  it  seems  to  me  unsatisfactory  that  this  should 
be  so.  There  is  a  supply  of  non-tuberculous  milk  of  a  high 
standard  obtainable  at  one  farm  on  the  Estate.  This  milk  is  used 
largely  for  small  children,  and  some  experiments  have  shown  that 
animals  fed  on  this  milk  have  thrived  better  than  animals  fed  on 
some  other  milk.  Presumably  this  is  true  for  human  beings  also, 
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and  I  cannot  understand  the  public  being-  content  with  anything 
less  than  the  best  in  this  matter. 

OFFENSIVE  TRADES. 

The  only  trades  established  which  can  be  classed  under  this 
heading  are  two  fish  Iryers’  businesses,  and  the  premises  where 
these  businesses  are  carried  on  are  properly  constructed  and  well 
conducted. 

LODGING-HOUSES. 

There  are  no  public  lodging-houses. 

INFECTIOUS  DISEASES. 

Sporadic  cases  of  scarlet  fever  and  diphtheria  have  occurred 
throughout  the  year.  In  almost  every  case  the  patient  is  taken  to 
the  Isolation  Hospital  as  quickly  as  possible.  The  house  is  then 
disinfected  and  “  contacts  ”  are  dealt  with.  The  Council  pays 
for  the  provision  of  antitoxin  and  examination  of  “contacts” 
when  necessary. 

FACTORIES  AND  WORKSHOPS. 

The  number  of  factories  and  workshops  of  all  classes  and  sizes 
is  seventy-two.  The  principal  trades  are  those  of  Engineering, 
Book-binding  and  Printing,  Corset  Making,  Embroidery  and 
Dressmaking,  Photography,  Baby  Carriages,  Furniture,  Laundry, 
etc.  The  factories  are  mostly  well  designed  and  healthy,  though 
one  or  two  show  signs  of  wear.  We  understand  that  needed 
repairs  are  to  be  put  in  hand  as  soon  as  possible. 

INSPECTION  OF  FOODS. 

Since  the  introduction  of  F'ood  Control  this  has  become  more  or 
less  standardized.  Mostly  essential  articles  of  food  are  supplied 
through  Government  Departments,  and  should  the  retailer  have 
cause  to  complain  of  the  condition  of  any  of  his  supplies,  he  calls 
for  an  inspection  bv  Mr.  Hill,  who,  if  the  condition  warrants, 
issues  a  certificate  of  condemnation,  which  gives  the  trader  redress 
from  the  wholesale  source.  This  is  an  advance  on  pre-war  condi¬ 
tions,  when,  if  the  retailer  (be  he  butcher,  grocer,  or  other), 
had  bought  the  article,  and  it  proved  to  be  either  bad  or  diseased, 
he  had  to  stand  the  loss  himself,  unless  he  was  able  to  dispose  of 
it  without  being  found  out.  Now,  under  the  existing  semi-Statc 
Insurance,  there  is  an  incentive  for  everv  trader  to  send  for  the 
Food  Inspector,  without  the  latter  having  lo  play  the  part  of 
policeman,  and  having  always  to  look  upon  the  trader  with  a 
certain  amount  of  suspicion.  It  is  to  be  hoped  that  the  present 
system  of  reimbursement  or  replacement  will  be  extended  and 
made  permanent. 


During  the  last  year  it  is  estimated  that  tons  of  meat,  fish, 
bacon,  and  butter,  have  been  condemned  as  unfit  for  human  con¬ 
sumption.  In  nearly  every  case  the  attention  of  the  Inspector 
was  called  by  the  trader  concerned  to  the  article  to  be  condemned. 

HOUSING. 

In  common  with  other  towns  we  are  suffering  from  an  acute 
shortage  of  houses,  and  we  are  far  indeed  from  being  able  to 
house  those  who  work  in  the  town.  The  Council  has  been  fully 
alive  to  the  situation,  and  has  adopted  from  the  first  a  vigorous 
and  progressive  policy.  Land  has  been  taken  for  over  600 
houses,  and  contracts  have  been  placed  with  several  builders  for 
over  400  of  these  houses.  Three  schemes  for  about  an  equal 
number  of  houses  in  each  have  been  drawn  up  by  three  firms  of 
architects,  and  the  result  when  completed  will  be  of  great  interest. 
Roads  and  sewers  on  two  of  the  sites  are  nearing  completion,  and 
on  the  third  site  the  work  has  been  begun.  A  number  of  houses 
on  site  A  will  soon  be  ready  for  occupation. 

The  Council  has  informed  the  Ministry  that  2,000  additional 
houses  will  be  needed  within  the  next  three  years,  and  there  is,  in 
my  opinion,  no  doubt  about  this. 

SCHOOLS. 

(157  children  were  examined  during  the  year,  and  the  follow¬ 
ing  defects  were  found  : 

34  unclean. 

4  malnutrition. 

Si  bad  teeth. 

94  enlarged  tonsils  and  adenoids. 

33  defective  eyesight. 

366  unvaccinated. 

Many  other  single  defects  were  found. 

The  school  at  Pixmore  was  badly  overcrowded,  and  a  new 
school  on  the  new  site  (site  C)  will  be  needed  at  once.  The 
schools  have  suffered  somewhat  from  want  of  a  regular  school 
nurse.  The  School  Dentist  reports  that  the  teeth  of  the  children 
are  in  better  condition  than  in  any  other  place  in  the  county. 

I  am,  Yours  faithfully, 

N O R M  A N  MACFA D Y E  N , 

Medical  Officer  of  Health. 
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